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ABSTRACT 
This Master’s Thesis focuses on the topics of deaccessioning, communications, 
and the role of values in leadership in order to establish the interrelated nature of these 
three areas in current museum practice. It illustrates how the combined result of these 
factors might contribute to the overall future well being of the American art museum, and 
investigates bridges between the practices of collections management and the 
management of the communication of organizational values and identity in American art 
museums. The analysis presented herein marshals information from periodicals, industry 
blogs, museum policy literature, and individual museums’ websites in addition to case 
studies and scholarly sources to lend greater context to this topic area. 
Following a review of the provisions and shortcomings of professional policies 
governing deaccessioning, a review of current literature on leadership theory illustrates 
the role of values in the governance of organizations. This discussion is supported by the 
identification of a general lack of explicitly articulated values, as evident in publicly 
accessible museum mission statements. The long-term results of this ambiguity are 
identified. Two brief deaccessioning case studies examining the National Academy 
Museum and the Indianapolis Museum of Art demonstrate the achievable benefits of an 
organizational culture wherein values are made a part of daily decision-making. The 
arguments presented in this paper are intended to begin a dialogue surrounding values 
and leadership within art museums, an examination of how their expression influences 
 ii 
collections and deaccessioning policies and hopefully prompting individual research on 
the topic or ultimately leading to the planning of a leadership retreat or workshop. 
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INTRODUCTION 
In the United States, museums are mission-driven organizations devoted to 
serving the public by providing enriching artistic, scientific and historical 
experiences. Rather than seeking private benefit, museum staff and governing 
bodies are bound to a particular set of ethical standards aimed at protecting and 
maintaining both the positive perception and optimal functionality of these 
organizations. In the development of collections management protocol and 
policies regarding everything from the involvement of the Board of Trustees to 
what is considered to be the appropriate role of marketing and public relations, 
museums have become highly diverse and complex organizations. The challenges 
that they face are similarly complex. Museums must navigate a competitive 
market, creating awareness of their offerings and generating revenue through 
multiple avenues in order to continue in the pursuit of their missions. They 
struggle to remain solvent while providing the highest-quality product possible 
and serving their public – a sometimes-incongruent set of demands. 
Sometimes, it is necessary for museums to communicate sensitive information 
– such as developments regarding the deaccessioning or disposal of objects from 
its collection – to its constituents.1 When the feelings and reactions of the public 
cannot be predicted, it is understandable that many organizations would first 
move to guard such information. This messaging or lack thereof, which is 
                                                
1 Deaccessioning is the official removal of an item from the collection of a 
museum or art gallery, whether by sale, trade, or destruction. 
 
 
2 
determined by museum leadership and guided by institutional culture, is a 
reflection of those values that the organization holds to be most important. In the 
business sector and in this paper, organizational messaging –including various 
marketing channels and platforms, and any avenue through which information 
about the organization is made known to the public – is broadly defined as 
“communications.” 
Since deaccessioning is such a sensitive issue fraught with concerns of donor 
intent, adherence to mission and the continued preservation of important objects 
in perpetuity, it is also a potential opportunity for a museum to reinforce or even 
redefine the perceived values of the organization. It must be understood, however, 
that an organization is perpetually demonstrating what it holds to be more 
important, and it is not only during times of uncertainty that museums must take 
to heart their responsibility to communicate these values in their daily work. 
Nevertheless, the deaccessioning of collection objects is regarded as a stressful 
circumstance, during which it is not only difficult to operate in a manner 
consistent with the organization’s stated values, but all the more important that 
these values be clear and respected at this sensitive juncture.  
While case studies regarding deaccessioning are many, at the time of the 
writing of this Master’s Thesis, there have been no known publications that 
investigate areas of intersection between collections management and the 
communication of organizational identity or how these factors are informed by 
the practice of values-based leadership. Existing case studies have not addressed a 
specific organizational thought process behind discussions of mission and values 
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during this process, focusing instead on legality, ethics, and professional 
standards alone.2 The analysis presented herein marshals information from 
periodicals, industry blogs, museum policy literature, and individual museums’ 
websites in addition to case studies and scholarly sources to lend greater context 
to this new topic area. The purpose of this study is to investigate bridges between 
the practices of collections management and the management of the 
communication of organizational values and identity in American art museums. 
Due to restrictions on time, page length, and other resources, this thesis 
paper does not present a comprehensive survey of museum communications 
techniques, or a historiography of deaccessioning, but rather a brief examination 
of two museums that illustrate relevant examples of these interrelated issues. This 
paper presents examples of current developments in museum collections 
management in an effort to more thoroughly assess the internal factors that have 
contributed to these events. 
Owing to the complex nature of the museum institution I believe that there are 
many levels of administration at which the perspectives offered in this paper 
could be useful. Curators, registrars, and conservators, as well as executive 
directors and even marketing and development staff are responsible for the 
achievement of the organization’s mission, and the museum collection itself, 
whether directly or indirectly. Individuals serving on boards of directors for 
                                                
2 In his chapter of the self-edited volume published by the American Association 
of Museums, Stephen E. Weil confirms my proposal regarding the corpus of 
literature on deaccessioning in “The Deaccessioning Cookie Jar,” In A 
Deaccession Reader, edited by Stephen E. Weil, 87-91. Washington, DC: 
American Association of Museums, 1997. 
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museums or organizations with holdings, such as archives, may also find this 
exploration relevant to the challenges and opportunities facing the organizations 
that they serve. 
 
Current Policies in Collections Management 
 
The collections-management issues pertinent to museums are not unique 
to organizations of this model alone. Any organization with holdings – that is, a 
collection of objects for which it is responsible, acting as stewards of these objects 
in the public trust – must confront difficult choices of a particular nature. In the 
field of archive preservation, stymied by internal disagreement regarding what 
can be reasonably expected of holding organizations, policy provides little more 
than a doctrine of high-minded professional standards with enormous voids in 
practical guidance. The Society of American Archivists Code of Ethics addresses 
what items should be collected and how, as well as how documents and donors 
privacy should be protected but does not address “how archivists can ethically 
remove collections from their repositories even though many, if not all, 
repositories house some collections that are out of scope or that do not contain 
sufficient content to warrant the cost of preservation.”3  In the museum sector, 
wherein nonprofit organizations also hold objects of significance in the public 
trust, conditions of policy are similarly lacking in guidance.  
                                                
3 Laura Uglean Jackson and D. Claudia Thompson, “But You Promised: A Case 
Sudy of Deaccessioning at the American Heritage Center, University of 
Wyoming,” The American Archivist 73 (2010): 669.  
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The restrictions on deaccessioning are threefold, stemming from legal 
statutes, organizational bylaws, and professional guidelines, and the violation of 
any of these can result in serious consequences. The legal repercussions that may 
result from improper deaccessioning are far-reaching, and as a facet of cultural 
policy are rich topic areas with great significance for individual organizations. 
Professional guidelines developed and promulgated by strong member 
organizations (such as the American Association of Museums, discussed below) 
also carry significant weight in the museum community. Member museums that 
have agreed to such a code of conduct may be subject to sanctions for deviating 
from these policies. 
As the nationwide accrediting organization for museums, The American 
Association of Museums (AAM) holds that legal restrictions provide only a 
minimum standard. Beyond the scope of what is or is not permitted by law, it is 
incumbent upon museums and those who work for them to “do more than avoid 
legal liability,” taking “affirmative steps to maintain their integrity so as to 
warrant public confidence.”4 The Association of Art Museum Directors (AAMD) 
stands with the AAM in their policies regarding deaccessioning, and despite the 
use of slightly different language, the standards and procedures that they advocate 
are functionally identical. Both require that organizations publish clear, specific 
deaccessioning policies that are consistent with the museum’s mission, a series of 
checks and balances in the process, and a specific manner in which 
deaccessioning proceeds may be used.  
                                                
4 AAM, “Code of Ethics for Museums,” last modified 2000, http://www.aam-
us.org/museumresources/ethics/coe.cfm. 
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In one regard, however, these policies do differ. The AAM Code of Ethics 
holds that “proceeds from the sale of nonliving collections are to be used 
consistent with the established standards of the museum's discipline, but in no 
event shall they be used for anything other than acquisition or direct care of 
collections.”5 “Direct care,” in this case, may arguably refer to anything from 
renovations to a museum’s art storage facility to advanced training and 
professional development for curatorial staff. The policy as a whole permits 
museums to permanently remove works that are not relevant to the mission of the 
museum, works that are irreparably damaged, or those that are believed with good 
reason to be counterfeit. As it is written, the “direct care” stipulation allows 
museums to refine and generally improve the quality of the collection through 
deaccessioning while enhancing the organization’s capacity to care for current 
and future holdings, to the ultimate benefit of the public interest. For this reason, 
it seems that the AAM has successfully circumvented – at least in policy, if not in 
practice – the temptation of some museums to raid their collections in order to 
remain solvent. The AAM and AAMD policies are very similar to one another, 
standing together on every issue except for this concept of “direct care.” 
The AAMD Policy on Deaccessioning permits museums to deaccession a 
work that requires special care “because of the work’s particular requirements for 
storage or display or its continuing need for special treatment,”6 but paradoxically 
does not permit that the resulting proceeds be used for the care of the remaining 
collection. The use of the funds, it states, must be “subject to an organizational 
                                                
5 Ibid. 
6 AAMD, Policy on Deaccessioning, 6. 
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policy that requires the proceeds from sales of collection items to be used to 
acquire other items for the collection.”7 It is difficult to imagine that a museum 
with an over-crowded, outdated storage facility would find any guidance of merit 
– or indeed, anything more than frustration – in this policy. Even if it were in 
good faith disposing of a work which may have been acquired before the 
formulation of a specific acquisitions policy and which may now be better suited 
to the mission of another organization, the museum that I have described could 
face serious AAMD sanctions if it were to use deaccession-generated revenue to, 
for example, replace the climate-control system in its storage facility. Other 
member organizations may be called upon “to suspend any loans of works of art 
to and any collaborations on exhibitions with” the museum which has acted in 
violation of these policies.8 
The lack of agreement between the two organizations as to how a museum 
may appropriately use these funds is unfortunate, as is the rhetoric that borders on 
dogma and the absence of alternative recommendations. Just as professional 
policy attempts to build upon a legal framework, further consideration is needed 
to make these policies workable for museums considering deaccessioning. 
The allocation of deaccession-generated funds may be disclosed to legal 
authorities at the urging of a museum’s legal representation, or to policy-making 
                                                
7 Ibid., 4. 
8 Lee Rosenbaum, “AAMD Censures National Academy, Calls on Members to 
End Loans and Collaboration on Exhibitions,” last modified December 5, 2008. 
http://www.artsjournal.com/culturegrrl/2008/12/aamd_censures_national_academ
y.html. The author quotes a statement made by the AAMD in response to the 
deaccessioning of the National Academy Museum, discussed in a later section of 
this paper. 
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organizations at the discretion of the museum’s Board of Directors. In the largely 
unregulated museum field, this dependence upon self-reporting is another 
problematic element of the current state of collections management policy. 
As a further complication in the relationship between the museum and the 
professional standard, Chris Burgess and Rachel Shane have identified features of 
a “policy monopoly” in the very structure of the AAM itself. The AAM and 
AAMD are both governed by representatives from the museums that each 
organization regulates, creating a potential conflict of responsibility. Though 
Burgess and Shane’s examination of the historical development of deaccessioning 
policy, practice, and politics are beyond the true scope of this paper, their work 
implies the complexity of influence which has contributed to the evolution of 
deaccessioning policy and practice since the 1970s.9  
With the understanding that professional collections management policy 
provides insufficient guidance for museums, it becomes clear that there are other 
factors that influence deaccessioning practice. The decisions of when to consider 
deaccessioning, what items are considered and of course, the final stage of 
bringing these decisions to fruition with the actual removal of an object, are 
informed by policy but functionally – barring sanctions or legal intervention – at 
the discretion of the organization itself. The museum’s Board of Directors, 
executive leadership (and as will be addressed in a later section, leadership 
demonstrated at all levels within the organization), are the locus of deaccessioning 
                                                
9 For more on the development of museum regulations and governmental 
interventions, see Chris Burgess and Rachel Shane, “Deaccessioning: A Policy 
Perspective,” The Journal of Arts Management, Law, and Society, 41:3 (2011), 
170-185. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10632921.2011.598416. 
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practice.  
 
Through Values, the Personal Informs Professional Practice 
 
In The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, Stephen R. Covey describes the 
power of the way we frame our lives and give meaning to our experiences, 
referring to this framework as our paradigms.10 These paradigms, Covey posits, 
are our maps for navigating through our lives, and are no less significant than the 
very determinant of how we interpret and respond to the world around us.11 
Paradigms centered in the unchanging “principles that govern human 
effectiveness” – principles like integrity, honesty, and service, to name a few most 
relevant to the museum field – are the deepest and most pervasive influence on 
our actions as human beings.12 Though the author’s focus is on principles as the 
drivers of our outlook and actions, one could also refer to these factors as values; 
those ideas that we most highly esteem.13 At its core, Covey’s analysis is rooted in 
the personal, focusing on deep personal change as the most genuine and effective 
way to reach personal independence and fulfillment. 
On a personal level, values influence every aspect of our lives. Yet our values 
cannot exist in a vacuum, as we must often negotiate our own values in 
combination with those of our peers and coworkers. Values form the foundation 
of the vision that guides all members a corporation in a common direction. These 
                                                
10 Stephen R. Covey, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, (New York: Free 
Press, 2004) 23-29. 
11 Ibid., 32. 
12 Ibid., 32-35. 
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principles determine both how we define success and how we go about achieving 
these ends when working as part of a group.  
In the field of leadership research, James Kouzes and Barry Posner’s 
landmark text The Leadership Challenge supports my assertion that values have 
long been a concern central to the way organizations are founded, operations are 
managed, and the future is built.14 Values guide the development of professional 
relationships between staff at all levels, empower these individuals to make 
decisions in accordance with the vision of the organization, and contribute to the 
ultimate achievements of the organization, be they successes or failures. To 
illustrate the correlation between “clarity of personal values” and “clarity of 
organizational values” for staff members, Kouzes and Posner developed a grid 
that demonstrates the impact that this alignment has on commitment to an 
organization, which is reproduced below (Figure 1):15 
 
                                                
14 James M. Kouzes and Barry Z. Posner, “Model the Way,” in The Leadership 
Challenge, 45-98. 
15 The Impact of Values Clarity on Commitment, originated in Kouzes and Posner, 
The Leadership Challenge, 55. The original grid has been reproduced for this 
paper as precisely as possible.  
Figure 1: The Impact of Values Clarity on Commitment 
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The data points within the grid represent the degree to which people report 
being clear about their personal values (on the x-axis) and the degree to which 
they report being clear on the values of the organization for which they work (y-
axis).  It is quantitatively clear that when personal values and organizational 
values are both clearly understood, commitment to the organization is at its peak. 
This indicates that when people are aware of what is important to them, and when 
they understand what is important to the organization for which they work, they 
are more dedicated to their jobs even if their personal values do not happen to 
align precisely with those of their employing organizations. This data 
demonstrates that clarification and discussion – even if they do not lead to 
consensus – can build commitment at all levels within a museum, regardless of 
title or rank.  
Leading Up, by Michael Useem, outlines the importance of engaged, forward-
thinking and tactful followers in enabling leaders (and therefore organizations) to 
achieve the mission at hand.16 Though his examples are far-reaching – historical, 
military, political, mountaineering, and even biblical – many of the issues that he 
presents are highly applicable to those working at all levels within the arts and 
cultural sector, and are in concert with existing literature on the topic of 
leadership. Through the lens of these real-life circumstances, Useem illustrates the 
importance of values clarity, commitment to mission, a positive and constructive 
                                                
16 Michael Useem, Leading Up: How to Lead Your Boss So You Both Win (New 
York: Three Rivers Press, 2001). 
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organizational culture, keeping oneself and ones leader fully informed and 
tactfully questioning leadership when it becomes necessary. In the forthcoming 
case of the National Academy Museum, Useeum’s work will be applied within a 
brief exploration of the Academy’s organizational culture. 
Above all, it is the intersection between personal values and organizational 
values, and a thorough understanding of the mission at hand where the crucial 
decisions are made – and often not by those in the role of designated leader. 
Often, followers must make decisions based on these abilities and conditions, and 
on their own understanding and interpretation of the mission of the organization. 
 For a museum, one of the most public ways to communicate exactly what 
it values is in its mission statement. A mission statement is required in some form 
to qualify for 501 c (3) status, and the policy-based standards for these statements 
are found in the The Accreditation Commission’s Expectations Regarding 
Institutional Mission Statements put forth by the AAM, which went into effect on 
January 1, 2005,17 building upon the association’s existing Characteristics of an 
Accreditable Museum.18 Among other stipulations, an AAM-compliant mission 
statement “asserts its public service role and places education at the center of that 
role,” and demonstrates a commitment to “public accountability and transparency 
in its mission and operations.” Perhaps most importantly, the pronouncement 
requires that a mission statement articulate “a clear understanding of its mission 
                                                
17 AAM, “The Accreditation Commission’s Expectations Regarding Institutional 
Mission Statements,” last modified December 14 2004, accessible via 
http://www.aam-us.org/aboutmuseums/standards/stbp.cfm. 
18 AAM, “Characteristics of an Accreditable Museum,” last modified December 
3, 2004, accessible via http://www.aam-
us.org/museumresources/accred/index.cfm.  
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and communicates why it exists.”19 To assume a direct correlation between policy 
and practice is to expect the satisfaction of these criteria in the mission statement 
of any AAM member museum.  
Widely published on websites, fund solicitation mailings and in many 
other applications, mission statements illustrate how museums envision 
themselves and their relationships with their community environments. It is also a 
governance and management tool, and should clearly communicate what we do, 
why we do what we do and for whom we do these things.20 Values are an integral 
part of the “why,” but they are also far-reaching in their influence of all aspects of 
the mission statement. A museum that strongly values scholarship and service 
may choose to address under-served school-aged children, whereas an 
organization that most highly values preservation and the importance of local 
history may have a much broader targeted audience. A mission statement should 
articulate the organization’s vision of the future – a world in which its values have 
taken hold and its goals have been achieved.  
Owing to the importance of the mission statement in museum operations, 
any discussion of organizational values cannot be complete without at least a 
cursory examination of actual mission statements. An examination of a selection 
of thirty mission statements from American museums that vary widely in size, 
scope and geographic location, reveals that there is a widespread lack of clarity in 
                                                
19 Ibid., 2. 
20 Pamela L. Myers, “Museum Mission Statements,” Presentation at the Asheville 
Art Museum, Asheville, NC, September 2006. 
www.fundforartsandculture.org/res/.../museumMissionStatements.ppt, slide 4. 
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articulating the true purpose of museum work.21 In many cases, far more attention 
was paid to the “what” of museum work, addressing the collecting, preserving and 
presenting rather than the “why” – the core principles that necessitate these 
collecting, preserving and presenting activities. There can be little doubt that the 
thoughtful and deliberate expression of the virtues to which a museum most 
deeply aspires provides a kind of compass for those working within the 
organization. At the very least, a mission statement that is complete, yet concise, 
provides a standard against which to check ones own work and conduct. 
Too many museums have left the public to assume a great deal about the 
purpose and activities of the organization. The mission statement of the Ulrich 
Museum of Art at Wichita State University reads, in its entirety: “Expand human 
experience through encounters with the art of our time.”22 Left unaddressed are 
the dimensions of said human experience that the museum hopes to influence, be 
they the acquisition of knowledge, the uniquely human search for meaning or the 
sometimes-uncomfortable experience of exposing oneself to new experiences. 
These dimensions each represent corresponding values – lifelong learning, 
spiritual purpose and the broadening of one’s horizons – three examples of the 
type of guiding values missing from the statement entirely.  
Some of the more powerful mission statements reviewed, such as that of 
the ICA Boston, reflect a strong grasp of the impact of the museum experience, 
                                                
21 A full list of the organizations reviewed can be found in Appendix A. In all 
cases, the most current version available through the museum’s website was used 
to inform this discussion. 
22 Ulrich Museum of Art at Wichita State University, “Mission Statement,” 
http://webs.wichita.edu/?u=ulrichmuseum&p=/AboutUs/MissionStatement. 
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addressing the organization’s efforts to “share the pleasure of reflection, 
inspiration, provocation, and imagination that contemporary art offers through 
public access to art, artists, and the creative process.”23  
For better or for worse, the ambiguity found in many mission statements 
may be precisely because the work of the museum field is widely held to be 
important, valuable, and fundamentally good by those within the museum 
industry. For those who have devoted their careers to the work of museums, the 
public benefit of these institutions is an assumption that needs no explanation. 
Indeed, as AAM policy explains, we can rely on museums to perform certain 
functions in the public trust – to educate, to preserve, and to offer diverse 
programming in the pursuit of numerous social benefits tangible and intangible. 
But if organizations themselves are unable to – or unwilling to take the time to – 
articulate the driving force behind what it is that they do, they have missed an 
opportunity to develop common goals and standards, and in so doing, an 
opportunity to garner external support. 
 
 
Hypothesis 
 
Within American museums, there exists an interrelated relationship between 
the practices of deaccessioning communications and institutional leadership. 
When values are clearly defined and made a part of an organizational culture that 
                                                
23 ICA Boston, “About the ICA: Mission, History and Programming,” 
http://www.icaboston.org/about/history/. 
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consciously places emphasis on these values, leadership structures, collections 
management practices, and organizational identity (both public and internal) 
benefit from a clear sense of purpose. This study addresses the deaccessioning 
case of the National Academy Museum, and the ongoing deaccessioning project 
of the Indianapolis Museum of Art in an effort to understand the proposed 
relationship between organizational values, leadership, and communications in 
current museum practice.  
 
MARKETING THE MUSEUM 
 
Many books and articles have been published on the topic of museum 
marketing, the best of which demonstrate an appreciation for the complexity of 
the museum organization as well as the impact of marketing communications – 
whether successful or not – on the furtherance of the organization’s mission. Neil, 
Philip and Wendy Kotler, in their co-authored book Museum Marketing & 
Strategy: Designing Missions, Building Audiences, Generating Revenue & 
Resources, balance a broad, sector-wide perspective with handbook-like 
specificity and an appreciation for the importance of mission as the driving force 
behind all that museums endeavor to do.24 The book addresses marketing 
mechanisms with respect to organizational mission and available resources, as 
well as opportunities and challenges, including a broad range of marketing 
                                                
24 Neil G. Kotler et al., Museum Marketing & Strategy: Designing Missions, 
Building Audiences, Generating Revenue & Resources, (San Francisco: John 
Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2008) 88. 
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techniques. In reflection of the current marketing climate, the book is especially 
concerned with targeting strategies that are based in online interaction. 
With so many organizations relying on the Internet as a vehicle for everything 
from the dissemination of information on upcoming events to ticket sales 
mechanisms, it comes as no great surprise that so much of the debate regarding 
the relative propriety of deaccessioning cases likewise occurs in online forums. 
The Internet is also a significant channel by which museums and other 
organizations communicate what they each have to offer. Consumers do not, 
however, simply assess the product being offered, but also the organization’s 
“capacity to evoke recognition and positive feelings,” as described by Keil, Philip 
and Wendy Kotler – the organization’s brand.25 
The brand of a nonprofit organization can be understood in much the same 
way as the brand of a corporation of a similar size. At the core of museum’s brand 
is its mission, and in this sense the brand is the public extension of this mission. 
The values shared and prioritized within an organization have a profound impact 
on the way that the organization chooses to represent itself to the public. 
As inhabitants of the 21st Century, we are constantly – almost relentlessly 
– presented with a marketing campaign, a company logo, or a corporate 
sponsorship. Linda Kaplan Thaler, chief executive at the Kaplan Thaler Group, a 
New York ad agency, has said “We never know where the consumer is going to 
be at any point in time, so we have to find a way to be everywhere. Ubiquity is the 
                                                
25 Kotler et al., Museum Marketing & Strategy: Designing Missions, Building 
Audiences, Building Revenue & Resources, 138-139. 
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new exclusivity.”26 Yet Gretchen Hofmann, executive vice president of marketing 
and sales at Universal Orlando Resort, warns against overly aggressive marketing 
tactics, citing “an absolute sensory overload” – an utterly saturated market 
wherein companies and nonprofits alike must not simply engage in more 
marketing, but more thoughtful and strategic messaging.27 Furthermore, 
consumers increasingly crave two-way communication with the organizations that 
they do business with, leading business experts like author and blogger Jack 
Myers to label this time as “The Relationship Age.”28 Myers cites the 1998 
inception of Google as the start of a new era which requires a redoubled focus on 
customer service to create “satisfying, fulfilling and rewarding relationships.” 
Spurred on by the explosive growth of social media marketing, “developing and 
managing brand associations represent the most important priority for companies 
in the 21st Century.”29 Therefore, organizations should see marketing channels not 
only as a chance to sell tickets or memberships, but also as an opportunity to 
convey the image – the values and vision – of the brand. 
There is a broadening awareness in the literature on nonprofit marketing 
that tax-exempt organizations must engage in the same or similar marketing 
                                                
26 Louise Story, “Anywhere the Eye Can See, It’s Likely to See an Ad,” New York 
Times, January 17, 2007, accessed October 1, 2011, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/01/15/business/media/15everywhere.html?pagewa
nted=all. 
27 Story, “Anywhere the Eye Can See, It’s Likely to See an Ad.”  
28 Jack Myers, Reconnecting With Customers: Building Brands & Profits in The 
Relationship Age, (Spurge, Ink!, 1998), as referenced on the author’s blog, Jack 
Myers Media Business Report, “Five Rules for Success in The Relationship Age,” 
last updated December 21, 2010, http://www.jackmyers.com/jackmyers-think-
tank/112183199.html. 
29 Ibid. 
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strategies as commercial enterprises to remain solvent.  For museums, this is 
perhaps even more challenging than for businesses, because museums and other 
nonprofits are ultimately answerable to a mission-based mandate which generally 
demands that organizations find ways to reach all audiences. This mandate fosters 
the development of marketing strategies designed to target many specific 
population groups – an effort that may lead a well-meaning museum to utilize 
scarce resources toward the goal of being the proverbial all things to all people. 
Despite the impracticality embedded in the assumption of this responsibility, 
these efforts in and of themselves are a demonstration of a commitment to 
engagement and inclusivity – two values that are generally important to nonprofit 
arts organizations. 
For many audiences, it may seem that a museum’s main competition for 
business would be organizations offering other arts experiences, like theater, 
dance and musical performances. While this assumption is partially correct, 
museum marketers must also be prepared to compete with the complete spectrum 
of leisure time activities, including movie cinemas, commercial theater, and even 
sporting events. Museums must hold their brand strength to parallel standards as 
commercial entities offering entertainment and other socially enriching 
experiences, and must do so with fewer available resources. If we cannot 
articulate the experiential difference between seeing a play and watching a movie, 
arts organizations are all too likely to fall behind in retaining and attracting 
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audiences. Given the glacial pace at which so many organizations adapt, this is 
not a desirable position for a museum to find itself.30 
One of the primary imperatives facing museum leadership is the task of 
building relationships with its public locally, regionally, and in the case of large 
organizations perhaps even nationally and globally. Museums generally “embrace 
many constituencies and audiences to whom managers and staff must respond,” 
making it critical for them to design and adopt marketing plans utilizing many 
channels of dissemination – print, radio, online and social media, and even 
television – to reach targeted audiences with specifically tailored messages using 
the avenues most expected to create action within this audience.31 
The many and varied avenues of museum marketing are ultimately 
focused toward a particular set of goals developed by museum staff within a 
particular climate, representing an institutional culture informed by the shared 
values of the organization. While marketing targets and tactics are perpetually 
changeable, the ethical mandate of the organization is not. Gary Edson, in his 
chapter entitled “Museum Management” in the 3rd Edition of the Encyclopedia of 
Library and Information Sciences, supports the notion that effective institutional 
management negotiates the changing expectations of, and relationships with the 
organization’s constituency. At the same time, it is the responsibility of the 
individual organization to represent and uphold the ethical standards of the 
                                                
30 Gerri Morris and Andrew McIntyre comment on the slow pace of changes in 
marketing approach among arts organizations in Insight Required. [Online] 
Manchester: Morris Hargreaves McIntyre consultancy group. 
www.lateralthinkers.com/Comment/insightrequired%20final.pdf 
31 Kotler et al.,, Museum Marketing & Strategy: Designing Missions, Building 
Audiences, Generating Revenue & Resources, 21. 
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museum community as a whole.32 In practice, it is the actions of individual 
organizations that build the reputation of the museum sector both internally and 
externally, and the stakes are high.  
Though marketing and other organizational communications may 
originate from a marketing department or a particular staff person, the work of 
this department or individual is heavily informed by institutional values. 
Regardless of the business model around which an organization is structured, be it 
nonprofit or for-profit, workplace culture is built upon what is said to be most 
important to that place of business. The tone and content of museum messaging, 
therefore, is strongly influenced by institutional values. Consumers, however, are 
influenced by (and therefore find meaning in) both the message itself and the way 
in which the message is delivered.  
There are a variety of channels by which organizations can communicate 
their values. These marketing activities, referred to as the “marketing mix,” 
include concerns for Kotler’s “the 5P’s”: product, price, promotion, place, and 
people, all of which must be specified and clearly targeted to achieve the desired 
outcomes.33 The seamless and thoughtful coordination of these five factors results 
in an effective tactical marketing effort which uses specific types of promotions in 
particular locations (transport centers, internet, etc) aimed at a particular audience 
offering promotional pricing, utilizing sufficient staffing capacity in key areas in 
                                                
32 Gary Edson, “Museum Management,” in Encyclopedia of Library and 
Information Sciences, 3rd Edition, ed. Marcia J. Bates et al. (New York: Taylor & 
Francis, 2009), 3726. 
33 Kotler et al., Museum Marketing & Strategy: Designing Missions, Building 
Audiences, Building Revenue & Resources, 28. 
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order to attract attendees to relevant, high quality experiences. The variables 
contained therein are numerous, necessitating careful planning and selection of 
marketing channels. Though we may ideally hope for an alignment of values and 
ethics with marketing strategies, neither businesses nor arts organizations are 
always able to achieve this balance. 
Critical to communicating values is the proper choice of channel through 
which to speak to constituents. In the current era of Facebook and Twitter, it may 
seem that social media is a natural choice for an organization to express itself in 
its own words. A December 2006 conference in Oslo, Norway, addressed the 
benefits and shortcomings of social media in museum communications. 34 
Angelina Russo, Jerry Watkins, Lynda Kelly and Sebastian Chan propose that 
though museums can and should use social media like blogs, vlogs, and more to 
engage online participants, they must also understand that: “As the products of 
social media are readily available online, their existence within museums 
communication programs represents debate around an institution’s investment in 
its own continuing cultural authority.”35 To these authors the potential for other 
voices, it seems, challenges not only existing communication models but the 
authority of the museum institution itself.  
Yet even if the museum sector were to broadly view its work as a 
collaborative process designed to benefit public and institution alike, and even if 
                                                
34 Angelina Russo, Jerry Watkins and Lynda Kelly and Sebastian Chan. “How 
Will Social Media Affect Museum Communication?” Proceedings Nordic Digital 
Excellence in Museums (NODEM) December 7th-9th, 2006.  Oslo, Norway. 
Available via http://eprints.qut.edu.au/6067/. 
35 Ibid., 2. 
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museums were to fully adopt the notion of communications through social media, 
questions remain about what exactly it is that is being communicated. Social 
media, which has been specifically designed to allow the user to gather many 
viewpoints while communicating their own viewpoints en masse, allows each 
user the same opportunity to be “heard” and understood. This does, for better or 
for worse, shift the originating point of communications from the monolithic 
institution to a diffuse realm of digital messaging.36 By providing less control 
over exactly what is shared and in whose words, social media marketing such as 
Twitter may prove to be unreliable for anything more detailed than simple 
announcements. Using a maximum of 140 characters, it is not possible to develop 
a substantive dialogue between institution and audience on a large issue like 
deaccessioning, or even to introduce thoughtful questions on the topic. Online 
marketing and communications, though a critical part of the marketing mix, are 
perhaps not yet equipped to fulfill the needs of museum marketing. 
Despite the possible shortcomings of online marketing in general and 
social media messaging in particular, there is much to be said for the ability of 
these vehicles to engage an audience in the discussion of current issues, though 
these discussions do come with a loss of control of dialogue and content on the 
part of the museum. Whether or not an increase of attendance or individual 
contributions is the goal, a museum may effectively use these channels to address 
relevant issues within the scope of the museum’s own collection and interpretive 
content. Criticism, questioning and new exhibition methodology has produced 
                                                
36 This shift of power discussed more fully in the section of this paper concerning 
the Indianapolis Museum of Art. 
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great effect for Holocaust museums, which have learned that “debate is vital to 
maintaining relevance.”37 Online outlets provide a myriad of ways to interact with 
the public. These are the channels through which museums interact with their 
constituents, communicating their values and identity while building brand share. 
It is essential that museums not limit themselves as to how these tools are used.38 
 Thus far, this paper has offered a context within which the forthcoming 
examples may be understood. In the following chapters, two examples – The 
National Academy Museum of New York and the Indianapolis Museum of Art in 
Indianapolis, Indiana – more fully illustrate the relationship between 
deaccessioning, communications and institutional values that I have proposed. In 
their vastly different approaches to both the significance lent to organizational 
values and to deaccessioning, these two museums demonstrate the causal 
relationship that can exist between an institutional culture and the far-reaching 
decisions made by the leaders that are an integral part of this culture.  
Interviews with leadership figures, statements to the press, blog posts, and 
other web content are analyzed as reflections of values clarity within both 
organizations. As has been shown in the work of Kouzes and Posner, it is the 
clarity of these values that is paramount, and should be kept top of mind when 
                                                
37 Melissa Rachleff, “Peering Behind the Curtain: Artists and Questioning 
Historical Authority,” in Letting Go? Sharing Historical Authority in a User-
Generated World,” ed. Bill Adair et al. (Philadelphia: Pew Center for Arts and 
Heritage, 2011), 224. 
38 For more detailed information on how museums may use online tools to create 
“the museum of the future,” see Nina Simon, “Participatory Design and the Future 
of Museums,” in Letting Go? Sharing Historical Authority in a User-Generated 
World,” ed. Bill Adair et al. (Philadelphia: Pew Center for Arts and Heritage, 
2011), 18-33. 
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considering these examples, above even the values themselves. Finally, several 
recommendations for museum leadership practice are gleaned from these 
examples, and offered as practices that may aid in the development of leadership 
at all levels. 
  
THE NATIONAL ACADEMY MUSEUM 
 
“Modeled after the Royal Academy in London, the National Academy was 
founded 185 years ago with the simple yet powerful mission to “promote the fine 
arts in America through instruction and exhibition.”39   
 
 
In 2008, the National Academy Museum sold two paintings of the Hudson 
River School movement. It was not until two years later, in October of 2010, that 
the extensive and restrictive sanctions levied in response by the Association of Art 
Museum Directors on the Museum were lifted. The economic strain of the 
preceding three years prompted the deaccessioning of items from the Academy’s 
collections in order to pay the bills – an action that violates “one of our most  
core beliefs;” said AAMD president Kaywin Feldman,” that the collection is 
sacred and not a fungible asset.”40 For two years, restrictions were placed on loans 
and funding. These restrictions rendered the Academy unable to design and 
produce exhibitions.  
                                                
39 National Academy Museum & School of Fine Arts, “About Us,” 
http://www.nationalacademy.org/pageview.asp?mid=4&pid=94. 
40 Robin Pogrebin, “Sanctions End for National Academy Museum,” New York 
Times, October 18, 2010, accessed October 1 2011, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/10/19/arts/design/19sanctions.html. 
 
 
26 
Although some might argue that these encumbrances only did more to set 
the National Academy Museum off its ideal course, the fear of such repercussions 
suffices to remove the sale of works from the consciousness of many struggling 
institutions. Indeed, despite the hardships experienced by the National Academy 
Museum during its two-year stint as a veritable pariah in the arts community, the 
Academy’s director, Carmine Branagan, has said that these restrictions resulted in 
a healthier institution: one with a long-range financial and strategic plan as well as 
the expansion of fund-raising and inclusion of nonacademic individuals on the 
board for the first time.41 It is the improvements made during this period of 
restricted activity that have prompted the termination of these restrictions. The 
AAMD will maintain oversight for a five-year probationary period, during which 
time the Association will monitor the Academy’s progress. 
Lee “CultureGrrl” Rosenbaum, ArtsJournal’s resident blogger, has several 
times had the opportunity to speak with Carmine Branagan. Her staunchly 
vitriolic interpretation and assessment of Branagan’s actions is only reinforced, 
unfortunately, by the Director’s continued insistence – in September of 2011, 
more than three years after the contentious sale – that the Museum deaccessioned 
the two works “to keep the doors open,” insisting multiple times that the museum 
had “no choice.”42 Equally disheartening is Branagan’s still-unrealized hopes for 
the long-term benefits of the deaccessioning – a step which she still considers to 
                                                
41 Ibid. 
42 Lee Rosenbaum, “Q&A with Carmine Branagan: National Academy 
Resurrected after a Near-Death Experience, Director Unrepentant,” last modified 
September 26, 2011, 
http://www.artsjournal.com/culturegrrl/2011/09/national_academy_resurrected_a.
html. 
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be an “elegant” and “innovative” solution to the Museum’s “complex” 
problems.43 She had hoped, it seems, that the shock and critical organizational 
self-analysis resulting from the sale of the works would trigger a period of many 
changes for the organization – but at the time did not appreciate that these 
changes would come under duress.44 
Concern for preserving the public trust, it seems, did not play a large role 
in the Museum’s decision-making. At the time of the deaccession in 2008, 
Branagan claimed simply not to know to whom the works were sold, or where 
and for how long they would be on public display. At the time of the completion 
of this paper in December of 2011, the works have still not surfaced.45 When 
Rosenbaum inquired as to Branagan’s feelings on whether or not the public had a 
right to know more about the process of the sale and where the paintings are 
presently, Branagan responded: “I think I've been very candid with you about why 
[we did this]. As for the issue of the public, these works were all in storage.”46 
“The public” would arguably defend its standing with regards to the ownership 
and welfare of the works, whether or not they were currently on display at the 
time of the sale. Indeed, the AAM and AAMD recognize no distinction between 
                                                
43 Lee Rosenbaum, “My Q&A with Carmine Branagan, Director of the National 
Academy,” last modified December 29, 2008. 
http://www.artsjournal.com/culturegrrl/2008/12/my_qa_with_carmine_branagan_
di.html.  
44 At the time of Rosenbaum’s “My Q&A with Carmine Branagan, Director of the 
National Academy,” Branagan was in the process of writing a letter to the AAM 
and AAMD to inform them of the sale of the two paintings. 
45 Lee Rosenbaum, “Q&A with Carmine Branagan: National Academy 
Resurrected after a Near-Death Experience, Director Unrepentant.” 
46 Lee Rosenbaum, “My Q&A with Carmine Branagan, Director of the National 
Academy.” 
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the proper management of works in storage and those hanging on gallery walls at 
a given moment. The two paintings, created by Fredrick Edwin Church and 
Sanford Robinson Gifford, were given to the Academy as part of a 92-work 
bequest from the American Luminist painter and collector, and member of the 
Academy James A. Suydam in 1865. The Academy catalogue describes this gift 
as “the organization's single most important gift of 19th-century art and one that 
formed the nucleus of the Academy's outstanding permanent collection."47 
Advised by legal council that notifying the Attorney General of the sale was 
unnecessary, Branagan approved the sale of the paintings.48 
Yet outside of policy, there comes a disappointment from the realization 
that not only does not every museum leader take to heart its obligations to sustain 
the public trust, but that one such as Branagan could appear to be simply unaware 
of the details pertaining to their charge. As Executive Director, Branagan’s role is 
both informed by and a formative contributor to the organizational culture that 
produced a scandal such as this – one prone to entrenchment on the losing side of 
ethical debate. Her request that the long-deliberated deaccessioning decision be 
“respected” despite a clear indictment from the Museum sector is a strong 
indication that the values guiding the National Academy Museum do not include 
truthfulness or collaborative problem-solving.49 According to the current records 
                                                
47 Lee Rosenbaum, “Stealth Deaccessions: National Academy Sells Major Works 
by Church and Gifford UPDATED,” last modified December 5, 2008, 
http://www.artsjournal.com/culturegrrl/2008/12/stealth_deaccessions_at_nation.ht
ml. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid.; Branagan requested: “This institution spent many, many months of 
discussing this with a sincerity and attention that I think needs to be respected.” It 
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from both associations, Academy is at present a member of neither the AAM nor 
AAMD. 
While I am no more able to defend or justify Branagan’s choices than 
Rosenbaum, the Director did make one telling declaration: “The fact that we're 
really not a traditional acquiring museum makes it difficult to adhere to a standard 
that is not part of who we are.” The National Academy Museum acquires works 
through its artist-members and does not acquire works by purchase, its obligations 
and restrictions, at least under AAMD policy, are no different than those of any 
other museum. But if Branagan’s statement can be interpreted more broadly, her 
sentiments reflect the primary shortfalls of current policies on deaccessioning. 
This paper does not present the argument that the funds used from the 
deaccessioning of the works in question could have or should have been used in 
the manner that they were, or even to develop the fundraising structure that was 
wholly absent before AAMD interventions, but rather seeks to identify a better 
understanding of the challenges which deaccessing museums face. By her own 
interpretation, Branagan was confronted with a no-win situation: the choice 
between closing the National Academy Museum and violating industry policy in 
order to buy the Museum some time.  
The mission statement of the National Academy Museum is very much in 
keeping with the prevailing trends in the majority of museum mission statements 
examined. In its complete lack of value vocabulary, the Museum’s stated 
commitment to “promote the fine arts in America through instruction and 
                                                
is worth noting that this statement was made prior to the weight of AAMD 
sanctions. 
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exhibition” does not represent the identity of the organization itself. Indeed, this 
phrase could be applied to an incredibly broad variety of organizations working 
within the visual arts. Promotion, instruction and exhibition are a fairly clear 
articulation of tactics – that is, the “what” – but says nothing about the “why.” It 
does not express the core purpose or over-arching vision behind the work that the 
Museum exists to do, providing no operational benefit to its staff and board and 
no inspiration of confidence for outside constituents. The ineffective use of the 
mission statement represents not only a lost opportunity but a significant 
disservice to the future of the organization. 
With unrestricted funding becoming increasingly difficult to find in the 
profound and widespread economic struggles of the first decade of the 
millennium, it should not come as a shock to the arts community that the sale of 
less-than-crucial artworks might enter the consciousness of some stewards. In 
“The Deaccessioning Cookie Jar,” a chapter within the AAM’s The Deaccession 
Reader, Stephen Weil takes a unique perspective on the problematic nature of 
deaccessioning as an economic solution. He proposes that beyond legal, ethical 
and policy-based concerns, there is a potential for an upset of museum-consumer 
relationship. If we begin to see collections as major cash reserves, museums are 
likely to find themselves under inordinate pressure to liquidate these reserves in 
order to provide the programs and services that are the reason for their very 
existence.50 Weil rightly points out that, in the struggle between people and 
                                                
50 Weil, “The Deaccession Cookie Jar,” 89. Of course, museums also exist to 
collect, preserve and interpret, but the potential for seeing the collection as “deep 
pockets,” as Weil puts it, is too great to test this new balance of responsibility. 
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objects, museums would struggle greatly to claim the primacy of artwork over 
new educational programming. People generally win. In another facet of this new 
dynamic, staff may begin to demand greater compensation. But this use of 
deaccessioning is in itself a symptom of poor management; any cash gains would 
be an extremely temporary boon that would quickly pass under the same 
management. All in all, the psychological shift between collections as an 
economically inert holding (or more accurately, a liability) to a rainy-day fund 
would more than likely result in a museum with no money and no collection.51 
It would be unfair, even irresponsible to identify and draw conclusions 
about some negative, deeply held (and concealed) values that may be reflected 
through the actions of the National Academy. The Academy, and any 
organization founded in the interest of the public good, is so founded to serve the 
public, and certainly not with the intention of disenfranchising donors and, as 
some might say the Academy has done, defrauding the public. This is not to say 
that the actions of the National Academy’s Director are defensible, for surely 
these actions are entirely counter-productive to the well-being of the American art 
museum. Rather, it can be said that Branagan’s choices and perspective are 
informed by an inability to recognize the Cookie Jar Phenomenon, to paraphrase 
Weil’s chapter title. Her choices (which were supported almost unanimously by 
the Academy’s governing body) reflect a fundamental lack of clarity surrounding 
                                                
51 Concerns for the long-term effects of collections being treated as cash reserves 
(including demand for programs, higher salaries and the ultimate ruin of a 
museum) are credited to Stephen E. Weil, “The Deaccession Cookie Jar.” Though 
this chapter was published in 1997, his identification of key long-term issues with 
the improper use of deaccessioning has unfortunately not been heavily used in 
collections management literature since this time. 
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organizational values, regardless of what the stated or assumed values may be, 
and may be indicative of a culture wherein commitment and pride in the 
organization is low, effective teamwork is not commonplace and ethical behavior 
not a part of the regular dialogue.5253 As it is unproductive to hold the National 
Academy Museum up as an example of what not to do, we should instead use the 
struggles of this museum to better understand an organization in which values, 
leadership, collections management and communications are in close alignment. 
 
 
THE INDIANAPOLIS MUSEUM OF ART 
 
The Indianapolis Museum of Art began as a series of highly successful 
exhibitions held in the English Hotel in downtown Indianapolis, organized by 
“well-known suffragette May Wright Sewell, her husband Theodore and a small 
group of art-minded citizens.”54 Today, the museum houses over 50,000 works of 
art from a variety of cultures and periods, and is situated adjacent to the vast 
Virgina B. Fairbanks Art and Nature Park and historic Oldfields-Lilly House and 
Gardens in Indianapolis, Indiana. The mission of the Indianapolis Museum of Art 
is to “serve the creative interests of its communities by fostering exploration of 
                                                
52 “The National Academy is an honorary association of artists (called 
Academicians) who are responsible for its governance. The artist/members voted 
181 to 1 (with one abstention) in favor of selling the works.” An alternative that 
was considered but rejected was selling the Academy's Fifth Avenue home and 
moving to a less costly location. See Lee Rosenbaum, “Stealth Deaccessions: 
National Academy Sells Major Works by Church and Gifford UPDATED.” 
53 Kouzes and Posner, “Model the Way,” in The Leadership Challenge, 45-98.  
54 Indianapolis Museum of Art, “History,” 
http://www.imamuseum.org/about/history. 
 
 
33 
art, design, and the natural environment,” which the museum achieves through 
“the collection, presentation, interpretation and conservation of its artistic, 
historic, and environmental assets.”55 The value of “exploration” is perhaps the 
most clearly stated value presented in the IMA mission statement, though as a 
more critical analysis of the museum’s operations will indicate, another 
organizational value of great significance is not explicitly included in this 
statement. 
Beginning in 2007, the IMA has since been engaged in the process of 
systematically reassessing its holdings and identifying candidates for 
deaccessioning.56 In accordance with the museum’s Deaccession Policy, curators 
have combed through the furniture, antiquities, textiles, American painting, 
European painting, and contemporary collections. In this database (Figure 2), the 
title (and artist, if known), accession number, deaccession date, recipient and any 
relevant transfer notes are all made public, along with the organization’s most 
recent IRS form 990, as mandated by the aforementioned Policy.57 The IMA’s 
holdings in the decorative arts, Asian art and African collections are still to be 
assessed under the same protocol.  
While reviewing and culling from its collection, the IMA has demonstrated an 
appreciation for the concern and curiosity that would inevitably be expressed by 
its constituents. By providing a searchable online database of recently 
                                                
55 Indianapolis Museum of Art, “Our Mission,” 
http://www.imamuseum.org/about/our-mission.  
56 “Deaccessioned Artworks,” 
http://www.imamuseum.org/art/collections/deaccession. 
57 “Deaccession Policy,” accessible via 
http://www.imamuseum.org/art/collections/deaccession. 
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deaccessioned works (Figure 2), the Indianapolis Museum of Art has lead 
Rosenbaum to label the project a candidate for “the Association of Art Museum 
Directors' new gold standard for deaccession transparency.”58 
 
 
Figure 2: [Detail] Deaccessioned objects from The Indianapolis Museum of Art.59 
                                                
58 Lee Rosenbaum, “Deaccession Heaven: Indianapolis Museum of Art Does it 
Right,” last modified March 17, 2009, 
http://www.artsjournal.com/culturegrrl/2009/03/deaccession_database_indianapo.
html.  
59 [Detail of] Database image Copyright IMA 
http://www.imamuseum.org/blog/wp-content/uploads/2009/11/deaccessions-
400x348.jpg. 
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To the great surprise of this researcher, the publishing of information on 
deaccessioned works is not only a large step toward greater public accountability, 
but is also in compliance with section F of the most recent Deaccessioning Policy 
statement from the AAMD.60 The policy section states: “A member museum 
should publish on its website within a reasonable period of time works that have 
been deaccessioned and disposed of.”61 While it does not clarify the time period 
that may be considered reasonable, this aspect of the policy does a great deal to 
modernize the literature with regards to how museums interact with their 
constituents. The call for online disclosure of information on deaccessioned or 
disposed works has been an AAMD policy only since June 2010, however, which 
may explain the lag in the development of online databases similar to that of the 
IMA. It is possible that the IMA database is merely the first of many such 
interfaces. 
The database itself is not the only way for users of the IMA website to 
stay abreast of developments. Since October 2007, the Dashboard (Figure 3) has 
enabled anyone with the interest to view information on the number of works that 
the museum has on loan that day, the number of works of art currently on view, 
number of currently active memberships and even the museum’s energy 
consumption that day, totaling 9 current variables in all. Now available to any 
interested organization as open-source software, the dashboard format is a 
practical, tangible manifestation of the IMA’s commitment to publicly sharing as 
much information as possible. 
                                                
60 AAMD Policy on Deaccessioning, 4. 
61 Ibid. 
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Figure 3: The Indianapolis Museum of Art Dashboard62 
 
In late 2009, Rob Stein, a prolific blogger for the IMA, wrote a 5-part 
series on the value and timely importance of transparency to the American 
museum. His posts address the very definition of institutional transparency, 63 as 
well as the reasons64 for its significance and potential benefits to institutional 
                                                
62 Dashboard image Copyright IMA http://www.imamuseum.org/blog/wp-
content/uploads/2009/11/Dashboard-Figure1-400x380.jpg 
63 Rob Stein, Transparency and Museums (Part 1) Walking the Talk, Indianapolis 
Museum of Art, November 3 2009, 
http://www.imamuseum.org/blog/2009/11/03/transparency-and-museums/#more-
9283. 
64 Rob Stein, “Transparency and Museums (Part 2) Reasons for Transparency,” 
Indianapolis Museum of Art, November 10 2009, 
http://www.imamuseum.org/blog/2009/11/10/transparency-and-museums-part-
2/#more-9396. 
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culture65, greater detail about the IMA’s unique deaccessioning dashboard66 and 
finally guidelines for museums regarding the use of such a dashboard interface.67 
Though the more technical and software-specific aspects of these posts are 
outside the scope of this paper, Stein’s writings on the potential benefits of a 
culture of transparency to the museum, its employees and to the public warrant 
further exploration. 
Transparency as an institutional value is not easy to define, or to bring 
about. Among many museum employees, there exists the understandable fear that 
sharing sometimes-unpleasant details with the public will produce unpredictable 
reactions. They worry that information may be misunderstood or misconstrued, or 
that the public trust in museums may be damaged by the projection of an 
incomplete picture of the challenges that museums face. 
At this moment in our national history, it is difficult to overstate the broad 
loss of trust in corporations. The economic downturns of the last five years have 
shaken the public’s assumptions of the permanence of the institutions on which 
we rely for everything from business loans to retirement benefits. In a climate 
such as this, is it really safe to assume that the loss of the public trust in museums 
                                                
65 Rob Stein, “Transparency and Museums (Part 3) Institutional Culture,” 
Indianapolis Museum of Art, November 17 2009, 
http://www.imamuseum.org/blog/2009/11/17/transparency-and-museums-part-3-
institutional-culture/#more-9602. 
66 Rob Stein, “Transparency and Museums (Part 4) Transparency in Practice,” 
Indianapolis Museum of Art, November 24 2009, 
http://www.imamuseum.org/blog/2009/11/24/transparency-and-museums-part-4-
transparency-in-practice/#more-9642. 
67 Rob Stein, “Transparency and Museums (Part 5) Guidelines for Implementing 
Dashboards,” Indianapolis Museum of Art, December 1 2009, 
http://www.imamuseum.org/blog/2009/12/01/museums-and-transparency-part-5-
guidelines-for-implementing-dashboards/#more-9739. 
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is an impossible occurrence? It is far more likely that a public backlash would 
result from the persistent protection of critical information. It is legitimate to 
express concern that with more visible operations and more eyes looking into 
every organizational decision that we may unwittingly garner more criticism than 
support. What we must ask ourselves, then, pertains to the long-terms costs versus 
the long-term benefits of this transparency. How can museum leadership be 
proactive, truthful and frank with the organizations constituents, maintaining the 
integrity of the museum’s brand while protecting its interests? But before a 
museum can decide what information to share and what to protect, each 
organization must decide for itself what it hopes this sharing will achieve. This 
decision will communicate how they value their public, and what is important to 
the institution. 
Through his assessment of the momentous significance of authenticity, 
Stein arrives at the following definition of institutional transparency: “The 
ongoing discipline of practicing radical authenticity and demonstrating to the 
public whatever degree of integrity and operational excellence our museum 
possesses at that time.”68 For the Indianapolis Museum of Art, transparency as an 
organizational value is not simply a mandate to share any specific set of 
information, but a commitment to being forthright about the state of the 
organization itself.  
Some may say that the IMA is merely exposing itself to criticism (and 
therefore negative sentiments) among audience groups. On the contrary, museums 
                                                
68 Stein, “Transparency and Museums (Part 1) Walking the Talk.” 
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have much to gain by offering even mundane information. Jeff Brooks, on the 
Donor Power Blog, describes the value of the transparency that the IMA has 
adopted: 
It would be easy to say it’s too much, that it’s too arcane, too 
detailed, too boring for donors to care about. 
 
But remember, one person’s boring factoid is another’s hobby. Or 
hobbyhorse. By putting it all out there, the Indianapolis Museum is 
telling its public that anyone who cares is an insider. Is it possible 
someone will go ballistic about their electricity use, or their 
ownership of possibly plundered art? Sure. But it’s not likely. And 
their openness defuses these things — much more effectively than 
trying to keep secrets. 
 
If the information is too much, nobody will look at it. Even so, the 
very fact that they’re sharing it makes people respect the museum 
more. And who knows what info-sated donors might choose to do 
for an organization they feel trusts and respects them? 
- Jeff Brooks, “Museum opens the books to anyone who cares,” 
Donor Power Blog, December 3, 200769 
 
In the dissemination of information regarding the deaccessioning project, 
the IMA is communicating more than just information – it is also communicating 
a value, and a commitment to this value.  
Conventional wisdom tells us that through a genuine commitment to 
transparency – for example, in the decision to publishing certain performance 
information70 – museums are encouraged to implement and maintain more 
complete tracking, creating data useful to both the museum and future 
                                                
69 Jeff Brooks, “Museum Opens the Books to Anyone Who Cares, Donor Power 
Blog, December 3, 2007. 
http://www.donorpowerblog.com/donor_power_blog/2007/12/museum-opens-
th.html. 
70 Performance information may include paid attendance, membership sales or 
contributions, gift shop sales, or any pertinent income as compared to expenses 
for a given period. 
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researchers. In the National Academy’s efforts to covertly sell collection items in 
order to solve a financial crisis that it had not previously made known, the 
museum appears to be laboring under an outmoded standard of hard-line public-
versus-private information sharing that does not appreciate the potential benefits 
of the transparency which the Indianapolis Museum has adopted. When sweeping 
a problem under the rug is not an option, a readiness to address it with expedient 
solutions is far more likely to emerge. In this way, a heightened urgency for 
problem solving may provide a material financial benefit. 
Embedded in the concept of transparency is the idea that the public no longer 
looks to arts institutions to be the authoritative source in a one-way transmission 
of culture. Culture itself, it has been said, is becoming more participatory and 
interactive, and in the words of Gerri Morris and Andrew McIntyre, is no longer 
“something that is done to you or for you.”71 As the public view of arts and 
culture changes, the museum as the traditional purveyor of high art must redraft 
its image and operations.72 This will be best done, in part, through the thoughtful 
integration of the values of an organization and a level of transparency befitting 
these values. 
 
 
 
                                                
71 Gerri Morris and Andrew McIntyre, Insight Required, 3. 
72 For a more complete and very current analysis of the role of artists and 
museums in creating historical memory, see Melissa Rachleff, “Peering Behind 
the Curtain: Artists and Questioning Historical Authority,” in Letting Go? 
Sharing Historical Authority in a User-Generated World, ed. Bill Adair et al. 
(Philadelphia: Pew Center for Arts and Heritage, 2011), 208-229.  
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CONCLUSIONS 
 
"The significant problems we face can not be solved at the same level of thinking 
we were at when we created them." - Albert Einstein73 
 
 
Deaccessioning is all too often the last hope of an insolvent organization 
struggling to maintain its services, but an infusion of funds, however large, cannot 
serve as a simple long-term solution to the complex problem of poorly defined 
institutional goals within an organizational culture that does now value the impact 
of effective followership. Building such an organizational culture begins with 
clarity of values that becomes self-evident in a museum’s communications and 
actions.  
However a museum may choose to communicate their own values, using 
whatever channels are available at a given time, museum leadership must 
recognize that there is far more at stake than the reputation of any single 
institution. Negative perceptions of museums, whether as the result of 
irresponsible collections management or the result of an organization’s failure to 
adequately communicate that which it holds to be most important, presents a 
threat to that institution. Without the confidence of the public in the altruistic 
intentions of museums, attendance and contributions of all kinds are sure to 
suffer, presenting a threat to the ongoing preservation and education that is most 
                                                
73 C X-Stream, “Albert Einstein – Quotes,” Copyright 1998-2011. 
http://www.alberteinsteinsite.com/quotes/einsteinquotes.html#education. Many 
variations on this quote can be found on various websites, but the message and 
themes contained therein are consistent. 
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central to the work of the museum. With the loss of credibility comes the potential 
loss of funding both from individuals and from foundations, as well as difficulty 
in attracting and retaining the best leaders in the sector. Just as the benefits of 
values clarity are long-term and far-reaching, so are the potential repercussions of 
poorly defined values.  
In many professional realms, there exists the misconception that 
leadership is within the realm of the individual. In truth, to see even the most 
principled of single individuals as the locus of leadership decisions within an 
organization is to look at only one cog within a much larger mechanism. Staff at 
all levels within a museum and any other organization have the right – and it may 
be said, responsibility – to make their concerns and opinions known when the 
issues at hand have potentially far-reaching implications for the future of the 
institution.  
Still, we also know that not all leaders are created equal, and though the 
question of whether leaders are born are made is not a direct part of this analysis 
(and certainly, a philosophical debate unto itself), it is nonetheless necessary to 
address the problem of identifying necessary strengths in emerging leadership, 
and of remaining mindful of cultivating the skills and vision of those already in 
these roles. Though it does not come as a surprise that “passion, energy and 
creativity are baseline competencies for leadership roles” such as Executive 
Director, it can be said that the most successful leaders make it their business to 
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remain in touch with what made them want to do that job in the first place.74 This 
means that upper-level leaders will need opportunities to examine their own 
changing values, the values and needs of their organization, and reconnect with 
their personal creativity and motivations. 
 
Recommendations 
There is no doubt that the prospect of sharing traditionally guarded 
information with the public can be a daunting one for museum leadership. Even if 
leadership, governance and staff are committed to adopting and implementing the 
value of transparency, breaking old habits and developing new ones can be a 
time-consuming process will more than it’s share of trial and error. However, to 
continue with this example, museums approaching this idea of transparency with 
trepidation may first consider implementing a database (similar to that of the 
IMA, or designed to suit the needs of that museum) solely within the organization 
itself. In very large museums, this information is likely to produce a diversity of 
audience viewpoints similar to a truly public audience. This methodology does 
not presuppose that museum staff is by any means a “random sample” of the 
public, but if all employees – including retail, food service, events staff and 
volunteers – are made to feel that they are an important part of this new vision, 
                                                
74 For a thorough look at flow theory, emotional intelligence and executive 
decision-making see Sherene Suchy, “Emotional Intelligence, Passion and 
Museum Leadership,” in Museum Management and Marketing, ed. Richard 
Sandell et al. (Florence, KY: Routledge, 2006), 237. 
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the collective response may provide a kind of dress rehearsal for the types of 
questions that would be presented by members of the community at large.  
In order for these voices to be heard and for their benefit to be felt, 
however, frequent opportunities for dialogue must be provided, necessitating 
internal communications systems that go beyond email and memos to provide 
person-to-person interaction. Regular staff meetings – perhaps held quarterly, and 
likely already a part of regular operations – may be used to revisit, restate, and 
reaffirm organizational values. Similar exercises should also be provided for 
board members and external stakeholders. It may be useful to develop a kind of 
“Leadership Book Club” program, wherein groups of staff read relevant texts 
from the field such as The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, The Leadership 
Challenge, and Leading Up, and present key points on each to fellow staff at these 
meetings. For very small museums, a semi-annual Saturday leadership workshop 
may be more appropriate, ideally organized with the help of a facilitating 
consultant.  
The recommendations presented above are only some of the options 
available to museums seeking avenues to strengthening organizational culture 
around key values. What is most important is that museums develop tools that use 
relevant literature, open dialogue, and awareness of their own capacity in order to 
identify and clearly articulate their values. Out of this clarity comes a personal 
empowerment at every level, and a proven benefit to job commitment.   
Though the topic areas discussed in this paper have been largely 
understood as separate entities – deaccessioning, leadership, values, and 
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communications – it must be understood that in the complex museum institution, 
there simply are no truly “separate” parts. It is only with a holistic understanding 
of the essential role of leadership in defining and reinforcing organizational 
values that any real progress can be made in collections management practice and 
policy.  
This paper has argued that there is an interdependent relationship between 
the practices of deaccessioning communications and leadership, and that clearly 
defined values can have a profound and positive impact on leadership structures, 
collections management practices and organizational identity, and has sought to 
establish the potential benefits of an organizational culture wherein values are 
made a part of daily decision-making. The arguments presented in this paper are 
intended to help to begin a dialogue surrounding values and leadership within art 
museums, prompting research on the topic at and individual level and ultimately 
leading to the planning and development of a leadership retreat or workshop 
series. 
 
Future Research 
In the furtherance of this topic, future researchers may find it fruitful to 
compare specific communication campaigns – specifically the channels used and 
messages chosen – against any significant changes in attendance or membership 
rates. This would be a much more quantitative, data-driven study than the findings 
that I have presented in this thesis paper, and in combination with surveys 
concerning brand recognition and associations with particular museums, may lend 
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a more concrete benchmark against which to set a dialogue concerning these 
issues.  
Additionally, it may be that in the selection and usage of a communication 
mode itself (e.g. online, mail, radio) certain values are perceived or assumptions 
made about the originating museum, which may or may not be a true reflection of 
the organization in question. If museums are to aspire to the kind of transparency 
towards which the IMA has taken great strides, it may be necessary to first 
determine which mechanisms produce the clearest and most accurate impression 
of the identity of the organization. A qualitative or mixed-methods study would 
help generate a more complete understanding of the way that particular subsets of 
the public receive these messages. 
Using the data from a study such as the one described above, leadership 
will benefit from a clearer understanding of how messaging is perceived by the 
public, and as a result, museums will be better able to communicate their 
identities in a way that most genuinely reflects the values and goals of the 
institution. Communication is especially important when it concerns sensitive 
matters, such as difficult collections-management choices. When museums are 
more conscious of the impact of their messaging, museum leadership is better 
equipped to engage both internal and external stakeholders in dialogue regarding 
deaccessioning. Through such a dialogue, these institutions are more able to 
maintain positive external perception, and thrive in this changing socioeconomic 
climate. 
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APPENDIX A 
ORGANIZATIONAL MISSION STATEMENTS REVIEWED 
Bakersfield Museum of Art – Bakersfield, CA 
Danforth Museum of Art – Framingham, MA 
Institute of Contemporary Art Boston – Boston, MA 
Institute of Contemporary Art Philadelphia – Philadelphia, PA 
The Barnes Foundation – Philadelphia, PA 
Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum – Boston, MA 
Los Angeles County Museum of Art – Los Angeles, CA 
Marianna Kistler Beach Museum of Art – Manhattan, KS 
Museum for African Art – New York, NY 
Museum of Fine Arts Boston – Boston, MA 
Sheldon Museum of Art – Lincoln, NE 
The Academy of Natural Sciences – Philadelphia, PA 
The Art Institute of Chicago – Chicago, IL 
The Brooklyn Museum – Brooklyn, NY 
The Cape Cod Museum of Art – Dennis, MA 
The Chicago History Museum – Chicago, IL 
The Dallas Museum of Art – Dallas, TX 
The Eric Carle Museum of Picture Book Art – Amherst, MA 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art – New York, NY 
The American Museum of Natural History – New York, NY 
The Museum of Early Trades and Crafts – Madison, NJ 
The Please Touch Museum – Philadelphia, PA 
The Portland Museum of Art – Portland, ME 
The Rose Art Museum at Brandeis University 
The Seattle Art Museum – Seattle, WA 
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The University of Massachusetts Amherst Student Union Art Gallery – Amherst, 
MA 
The Walters Museum – Baltimore, MD 
Ulrich Museum of Art at Wichita State University – Wichita, KS 
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